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Freedom of Information, Open Meetings, and Public Records
Legislative Interim Study Committee
September 6, 2007

We represent the tens of thousands of family historians who have Iowa roots.
Two of the basic tools that researchers use are the census records and vital
records. Federal census records are released after 72 years, meaning that
the 1930 census became available in 2002. However, we struggle on a
regular basis to have access to the records of the most important events in
our ancestors’ lives — their births, marriages and deaths. Qur comments
today address this issue.

Currently, the policy of the lowa Department of Public Health (based on a
telephone conversation with their staff this week) is that all records on the
state level are closed, with access only to family members and only certified
copies may be issued. The access to the records on the county level is open
and unrestricted, creating a somewhat confusing condition for researchers,
esnecially those from out-of-state. However, there has heen much discussion
of S.2845 (the Patriot Act) and its effect on birth records and many county
recorders have told researchers that the records are now closed because of
the act. Tom Newton, Division Director of IDPH, has worked with us to keep
up informed of the status of proposed federal regulations — as of now, none —
and assures us that we will be part of the discussion when Iowa formulates
its own regulations.

Attached is a schedule showing the policies of 18 other states, chosen
somewhat at random, although most of the Midwest is included. It shows a
wide range of policies but what we find most heartening is the use of “non-
certified”, “un-certified” or “informational” copies which gives a researcher the
information that they need. Even more exciting are the states which have on-
line access to the actual images of the records, often without a charge.

Genealogists use the Social Security Death Index joyfully, with over 80
million deaths recorded and updated on a monthly basis. With that
information, we are able to request a copy of the decedent’s SS-5, the original
application for a SSN, complete with place of birth and parents’ name.



Obituaries routinely supply similar information as well as a cause of death.
Given the easy availability of this information, it seems odd to close the death
record of the same person at the state level.

We are asking that the State of Iowa review its policies on when vital records
become public and that it institute new policies which would bring it more
into alignment with what other states are doing and which reflect the realities
of the new information age. We hope then to make these records available

electronically,
Sincerely,

Theresa Liewer Dennis Allen
President Vice President
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